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Py Note-faking in Interpreting
X
e

Unit 1 ; L

I. Necessity of Learning Note-taking

Note-taking is a basic skill that is of utmost importance to aspirant interpreters and deserves our
foremost attention. We know that it is easy for an interpreter to speak from his’her memory when the
speaker pauses after every one or two sentences. But if the speaker, in his’her attempt to make his/her
ideas complete and coherent, keeps speaking for 5 or even 10 minutes without any pause, which
frequently happens on many occasions, the interpreter can hardly expect to remember all the things
that are mentioned. This is particularly true in cases where the speaker abruptly refers to a long series
of figures or a long list of names and places. It is obvious that, without the help of notes, one can
hardly avoid misinterpreting or leaving out important information. To supplement short-term memory
and reduce the burden of the brain, it is necessary to resort to notes. Nothing but notes can help an
interpreter overcome the limitation of human memory.

However, taking notes is by no means an easy job. The fact that taking notes diverts attention
and interferes with listening poses the first obstacle. The second problem is that untrained interpreters
are often at a loss what notes to take and how. Thus, to learn note-taking well, we must, first of
all, know some special features governing the acquisition of this basic skill.

II. Distinct Features of Note-taking in Interpreting

Note-taking is essentially different from shorthand (#1ic') in that the latter employs a completely
different system of symbols which need to be deciphered themselves. In interpretation, however, an
interpreter can hardly afford the time to make the transference between the symbols taken and the
actual words or meaning they represent. Thus it is obvious that shorthand is impractical for oral
interpreters. Note-taking, on the other hand, provides the best solution to the problem of speed and
accuracy. In note-taking, interpreters try to jot down the key words of a speech with simple
characters, words or symbols at the fastest speed possible. The purpose of taking notes is to enhance
the short-term memory of an interpreter and to remind him/her of the relevant content at the sight of
the notes.

The notes taken are meant to be used immediately and exclusively by the interpreter
himself/herself. In other words, they are not intended for others to read or for the interpreter
himself/ herself to use when the interpreting is over. So it is absolutely unnecessary as well as
impossible to write down every word. In fact, if an interpreter spends too much time taking notes,
he/she won’t be able to have sufficient time to ponder over the actual interpreting. In this sense, the
importance of note-taking should not be overemphasized. At any time and under any circumstances,
an interpreter should focus his/her attention on listening and comprehension, trying to grasp the
central ideas, sometimes from illogical or ill-organized speeches. He/She must then reorganize the
thoughts on the basis of correct understanding.

Interpreters differ in their ability to take notes. Some interpreters may have exceptionally good
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memory, some may be particularly familiar with the subject matter in a particular field, and some
others may have better skills in note-taking. Needless to say, the content and symbols jotted down
vary with individual interpreters. It is, therefore, not advisable for a beginner to copy mechanically a
system of notes used by other interpreters. Only through practice can he/she expect to develop a
system of notes of his’her own.

IIL Suggested Language to Be Used in Note-taking

There is no absolute rule on whether the notes should be taken in the target language or the
source language. It depends on the preference of individual interpreters. While some people prefer to
take notes in the target language, others may find it much more convenient to use the source
language. In reality, however, interpreters tend to use both languages interchangeably. Whatever an
interpreter’s preference is, the only rule is “quick, clear and accurate”. For instance, on hearing the
Chinese character “3”, we find it much quicker to write “I” than its Chinese equivalent 3% ",
which involves many strokes. The same is true of “FE ARMBME" and “HEARILHE,”
which can be much more easily represented by their English initials “PLA” and “PRC” respectively.
But when it comes to the English phrase “between our two countries”, it is doubtlessly more
convenient and timesaving to use Chinese. Thus the phrase can be written as “2[][d]”.

IV. Suggested Ways to Take Notes

An interpreter should not take notes indiscriminately. He/She should, first of all, make a logical
analysis of the original speech so as to follow the speaker’s flow of thoughts. Then he/she should try
to catch the key words which contain the message of the speech. He/She should write words or
symbols sparingly and take notes in a way that each word or symbol represents a key word or a sense
group. Very often, one or two letters of a key English word or one character of a sense group in
Chinese is enough to help the interpreter remember the original sentence. As a rule, he/she should
omit certain sentences or phrases which are not essential to the main ideas and concentrate on the
important sentences or phrases which give most information. Special attention should be given to
personal names, places, figures, time, and the names of organizations. For example, & E 59X} 5h
BORE—RH, EZ0F, F—0iERRMBENEN, E - aERLAPH AT, B =0iELME
5 =t A & A& 0, s MBS M4 1E.” In note form, the whole sentence can be put into:

 fp. —5; 3 &,
1) K h 2) % p
3) TH & co/Bt — 3rd W. //

As long as the original speech can be recalled through the notes, the number of words should be
reduced to a minimum.

It 1s also necessary to point out that an interpreter should try his/her best to remember the
beginning and the end of a speech. It is quite likely that when a long speech comes to an end, the
interpreter fails to recall how the speaker began or ended his/her speech . Transitional words or
phrases such a “but”, “so”, “if” and “as long as” are of special importance in indicating the logical
relationship between different sense groups and helping interpreters remember what has been said.
Therefore, they should be jotted down carefully. In order to facilitate note-taking, we might as well
use some simple words to stand for various groups of transitional expressions. For example, we may
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write “if” to stand for all conditional expressions such as “so long as”, “on condition that”,
“provided/providing that” and “in case”; “tho” for all concessive expressions such as “although”,
“though”, “even though”, “while”, “in spite of” and “despite”; “to” for all expressions of purpose
such as “so as to”, “in order to/that” and “so that”; “due” for all expressions of cause such as

»” “ ”

“because”, “as”, “since”, “for”, “for this reason”, “now that”, “owing to” and “thanks to”; “so

”» oo LIS

for all expressions of result such as “thus”, “therefore”, “hence”, “as a result of ” and “consequently”;
and “but” for all transitional expressions like “nevertheless”, “still”, “however”, “yet”, “even so”,
“on the contrary” and “on the other hand”.

V. Suggested Formats for Note-taking

It is advisable for an interpreter to take notes in columns so that each sense group represented by
a key word or symbol in the notes occupies half a line or even one line, and that the next sense
group is noted in another line. An interpreter can also divide the paper into two halves by drawing a
vertical line in the middle. Write on the left half first. When it is finished, move on to the right half.
In whichever case, he/she must make sure to draw two short slanting lines to mark the end of a
sentence, a long paragraph or a large chunk of speech. The following are the two most common
formats for note-taking,

HRPO -BHRFOHRDY

Format 1

//

/

//

//

//
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Format 2

// //

// /!

// //

// //
// //

// //

// //

VL. Suggested Symbols and Abbreviations to Be Used in Note-taking

Symbols are often used by interpreters because of their convenience and easy association, both
in sound and shape, with the words spoken or the meaning expressed . Therefore, they are
recommended to aspirant interpreters. But they should not be excessively used or created on the spot,
because they may cause confusion or fail to help one remember the meaning expressed.

1. The Arrow “—”

This is probably the most useful of all symbols. It can represent quite a lot of meanings.

An arrow pointing to the right (—) may stand for “H 007, “H”, “4TA”, “GBE", “Fk”,
“RIGET, “IREE”, “ACH- - T, BT, “BEE”, or “SPI” (“export to”, “enter”, “arrive in”,
“lead to”, “present to”, “give to”, “submit to”, “result in”, “send to” or “cause”).

When the arrow points to the left («—), it may indicate “3k 87, “YEF", “#0Q” , “UkH”, or
“[BIY3/3]” ( “come from”, “originate in”, “import from”, “receive from”, or “come back to” ).

An upward arrow ( 1) canmean “S¥ K", “J X", “B&H”, “KB”", “AE", “WE", “+
BT, CRET, BT, “FET, “BIRT, or “TH” (“grow”, “expand"v, “develop”, “rise”, “go
up”, “strengthen”, “increase”, “improve”, “launch”, “ascend” , “skyrocket”, or “promote”).

A downward arrow ( | ) may carry the meaning of “[5] F”, “Z 4", “BkAk”, “TE”, “F
R, "W, AL, “BEBT, or “HI/BM” (“drop to”, “bomb”, “jump”, “decrease”,
“descend”, “go down”, “deteriorate”, “demote”, or “reduce”).
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2. Mathematical Symbols
Mathematical symbols such as “+7, “-7  “>7  “<” 0 “="0 w0 S D ognd 4 are very

simple but precise.

“+” may stand for “J0 F”, “BA”", or “BRZ 5" (“plus”, “and”, “in addition to”, or
“furthermore” ).

“~" may stand for “W %" or “Bt= /7" (“minus” or “lack”).

“x” may stand for “AXTHY”, “EEH7, “FH7, “REFH", or “HEZBER” (“incorrect”,
“wrong”, “bad”, or “notorious” ).

“>" may stand for “XF7, “IFF7, “BL" , “KF”, or “BFM” (“greater, larger or more
than”, “better than”, “surpass” , “fupen'or to”, or “more and more” ).

“<” may stand for “/p//DF7 ) RN, “IRF, or “iEb 7 (“smaller/fewer/less than”, “worse
than” , or “inferior to”).
“Z=" may stand for “Z/KFHET" (“more than or equal t0”).
“<"” may stand for “D//NFEET” (“less than or equal to”).
“=" may stand for “ZEF”, “FHYT"” or “B------ B Xt F” (“equal to”, “equal”, “the same
or “a match/rival/competitor for sh.”).

“#” may stand for “ANETF"” or “KR----r B XTF” (“not equal to” or “no match for”).

“

as

-

HRBO -DRHo KDY

~" may stand for “K%” or “A 4" (“approximately”, “around”, or “or so”).
“” may stand for “H F” or “BAR" (“as”, “because”, “owing to”, “due to”, or “thanks to”).
“.." may stand for “BFLL”, “BHME”, “HW”, or “45R” (“consequently”, “so”, “therefore”,

or “as a result”).

3. Punctuation Marks

The colon “:” may be used to indicate “¥i/#f", “&iF”, “INR”, “BHR”, “HB", “HL",
CEEYN - T, oor “Heeen” (“say” | “speak”, “tell”, “declare”, “protest”, “such as” or “like”).

The question mark “? ” may be used to indicate “[a] FE”, “&Ef]” or “[A]” (“question”,
“doubt”, or “ask”).

The full stop “.” may be used to indicate “W 45", “BR", “E&E”, “IBAa", or “HAH"”
(“viewpoint”, “opinion”, “idea”, or “difficult point”). For example, “F A8 /L% " can be
put into “I: JL-". This symbol can also express different time concepts. When placed before or after a
partiéular time word, it may indicate “last” or “next”. For example, “3:4E" can be written as “.y”,
“HTAE" as “.y”, “BI4E” as “y.”, and “J54E” as “y..”. This rule can also be applied to “month” and
“day” (e.g. “E/~H " can be represented by “.m”, “F4 A" by “m.”, “BEX” by “.d”, “BiEK" by
“.d”, "BIX” by “d.” and “J5 K" by “d..”).

”

> can be used to draw attention.

The exclamation mark “!

The elevated dash “—”, the comma “,” and the apostrophe
A single dash (“—”) above or a single comma (“,”) after a relevant figure may stand for a group
of three zeros (“000”), and two elevated dashes (“=") or two commas (“,,”) for a group of six
zeros (“000,000”). For instance, “85,000” can be written as “85” or “85 ,”. When writing down
years, we can omit the first two digits by using “’ " in front of the last two digits. For example,
“1992” can be shortened to “’92”. ,

The brackets “( )" may stand for “f34%” , “f£-----ZH/H", “HFH", “H% HSE”, or “#

A" (“in”, “including”, “within”, “among” , “inside”, or “seclusion”).

%9y

can be used to replace figures.
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4. Other Symbols
“V'" may stand for “EW", K", F, HET, A", “EE” FE, or KR
(“correct”, “good”, “affirmative”, “certain”, “well known”, “famous”, “agree”, or “support”).
“°" may stand for “ A" (“person” or “people”), because the symbol somewhat resembles a

person’s head. It can be put at the upper right-hand corner of a word, letter or symbol to indicate a
particular category of people or a particular sort of person. For example, “*PE A" can be written as
“He”, “REAN” as “US®”, and “RIFE K" as “£°".

“#r" may stand for “REEM”, CAHE”, HEMT, HE, or B (“best”,
“outstanding”, “excellent”, “important”, or “model”).

“A" may stand for “45 G or “4 " (“lead” or “manage”). Thus, “SiS A" or “HHEE"
can be written as “{".

“O” may stand for “&W”, “BHtE”, “FL”, “iTig”, or “%kH" (“meeting”, “seminar”,
“meet”, “conference”, “discussion”, or “negotiation”), because it looks like a round table at which
meetings are held.

“U" may stand for “Ypi”, “BrE”, “%&#”, or “& " (“agreement”, “accord”, “treaty”, or
“contract”) because it resembles a goblet or glass which is invariably used for celebration whenever
an agreement is reached. Hence, “QAHY”, “=1 ", or “£iHMYL” can be written as “i”,
“@g”, or “y” respectively.

“00" may stand for “E %" (“country”, “state”, or “nation”).

“1” may be used after certain verbs to express “i3” or “T” so as to avoid possible confusion in
tense.

HFRPO -BHEHBoHRoY

“I'” may be used before certain verbs to express future actions.

“&" may stand for “f1”, “5--—&", or “B§[F]” (“and”, “together with”, or “accompany” ).

“#” may stand for the end or conclusion of a certain activity. For example, when you hear “3
HIPHESE T, you may write “#” to indicate that the speech has come to an end.

“v~" may stand for “IH”, “ZEH”, “B”, or “MiE” (“exchange”, “replace”, “mutual”,
or “each other”).

“2” may represent “,E‘*ﬂ" or ,E\ﬁ” (“total" N “the total sum” , Or “totally”).

“//” may stand for “f?iﬁﬁ/ﬂ;" or “% 1" (“stop” or “halt”).

“©" may stand for “B X7 or “FRE " (“happy”, “glad”, “pleased”, “delighted”, or
“overjoyed”).

“(2 " may stand for “JEF” or “BR” (“sad” or “regretful”).

“A” may stand for “{£&” (“on behalf of”).

“><” may stand for "%} 37" or “MZR” (“confrontation” or “conflict”).

3. Symbols for Emphasis
Emphasis can be achicved by using horizontal lines under a particular word or phrase. Two lines

stand for the superlative. For example, “to exert great pressure” can be rendered as “pressure”, and

B T RAEMMSE” as “RE.

6. Symbols for Negation
Negation is frequently encountered by interpreters, so it is advisable to find a symbol to express

“_

it. We may use “x” to stand for negation. For example, “F #%” can be expressed as “xsell”.



